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Thank goodness for the Supporting People Teams. What would we do without them! Of course, none of us wanted Supporting People. It took a simple system and made it complicated. It demands great effort and gives little in return. It was and remains bad news for almshouse volunteers, with more to come in the form of contract reviews!

We are a single location almshouse with 42 units for elderly ladies. We were still operating as a small charity when Surrey’s Supporting People Team visited us in September 2001 to explain what was to come. At that point the fear set in. We could not afford to ignore the supporting people subsidy, so we had to put in the effort to make it work. 

Since then our SP Team have organised regular training sessions covering each stage of the process, as well as involving us in their strategy reviews. Fortunately, they recognised the difficulties faced by the smaller providers and have been helpful throughout, including solving our contract difficulties identified by the Almshouse Association. A few early problems, caused mainly by Surrey’s IT system, were overcome through the close “email-based” working relationship with our SP contract officer. There are still some minor problems but for us the process has gone relatively smoothly. Thank goodness for the Internet.

Although these efforts stopped us from getting on with other planned work, there were some benefits. We had to develop a new accounting system to analyse our WMC income. As a result we now have better control over the cash flow from residents, housing benefits and support. By identifying the support costs within our accounts we have a better understanding of our own cost structure. 

The introduction of SP gave us the incentive to move away from the traditional method of WMC paid by cash and cheques. This is now paid by bank standing orders and, with all Benefit and Support payments also coming directly to us, WMC payments are less hassle for our residents. For some, opening bank accounts for the first time in their lives was quite an adventure!

We have now attended our first contract review training sessions and it is clear that there is a long way to go yet with this process. Hopefully it will encourage us put in place further improvements. But the old benefit systems were simple, weren’t they!
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